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The academic discipline of International Political Economy (IPE) is a hard-nosed and 
empirically-oriented  field  of  study.  The  usual  subjects  of  IPE  often  include  the 
organization  of  international  trade,  global  finance,  transnational  production,  national 
welfare  and  competitiveness,  productivity  levels  and  of  course  state  actions  and 
expenditures. The actions of a handful of protestors such as the ‘Occupy Wall Street’ 
(OWS) movement rarely attract academic attention. In this case, however, we should 
take note. In our view, the actions of OWS provide further clues that we are entering an 
era of significant transformation in the organization and structure of world order. The 
insights  generated  by  reflecting  on  this  movement  suggest  that  the  inter-subjective 
mentality at the heart of global capitalism is no longer coherent, with the implication that 
we are at long last about to leave behind a half century of American hegemony. 
Where IPE considers developments in the organization and structure of world 
order, it rarely considers issues associated with subjectivity, or the ideational and inter-
subjective core of a world order’s dominant ethos. Yet, it can be argued that absent a 
consideration of subjectivity, namely the collective production of self-understanding and 
its role in directing human activity, it is difficult to generate a comprehensive account of 
the strength or weakness of any given structure of world order (Germain, 2011). OWS 
reminds us of the need for an ontology able to apprehend the changing inter-subjective 
dynamics that buttress world orders. The work of  Robert  W. Cox provides such an 
ontology.  His  particular  version  of  historical  materialism  understands  historical 
structures and human agency to emerge out of historical processes that frame, shape and 
promote or impede civilizational change (Cox, 2002; cf. Germain, 2011). We can use his 
framework as a useful vantage point from which to reflect on the significance of the OWS 
movement. 
It is important to note first that the OWS is not simply a North American 
movement.  We can trace its origins to the food riots throughout 2007 and 2008 in Africa, 
the  Indian  Sub-continent  and  East  Asia.  In  Europe,  unrest  has  been  simmering  and 
boiling over since 2010, especially in Greece and Spain. OWS also builds on historic 
movements against capitalism such as the ‘Stop the City’ demonstrations of 1983 and ‘Occupy Wall Street’ and IPE, Cobbett and Germain
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1984, when the financial district of London was targeted. And of course the Arab Spring 
began as local reaction in Tunisia early in 2011 but has acquired a solidity that has 
affected political developments in a number of North African and Middle East states. The 
common elements of these protests include the pressures being brought to bear on what 
Fernand Braudel has identified as the arena of ‘material life’ (Braudel, 1973 [1967]), and 
the  crisis  in  political  representation  exemplified  by  the  loss  of  faith  in  how  political 
institutions operate to channel and address societal problems. These waves of resistance 
and confrontation are now lapping at the feet of Wall Street. 
We see the relevance of OWS to be twofold: (1) it is a manifestation of the 
declining legitimacy of the institutions most clearly linked to the current organization of 
world order; and (2) it is occurring at the core of global financial power, where the fit 
between ideology and practice should be tightest. OWS is both the expression of this 
disconnect and a catalyst for making it authentic and organic. As Cox reminds us, it is the 
agency associated with already structured patterns of social relations that produce the 
world we live in. Yet this agency is always in a condition of development, and is open to 
new conceptions or interpretations of existing circumstances. 
As a physical statement of a disconnect between the financial practices of an 
elite  sector  of  the  global  political  economy  and  the  living  standards  of  the  majority 
population, OWS’s activities represent an attempt to shift an established inter-subjective 
(or  popular)  view  about  capitalism’s  (dys-)  functionality  by  reconfiguring  the  social 
world through assembly and speech. It brings a material practice – occupation – to bear 
on our collective ‘consciousness’, which is in part how we understand our social ‘being’ to 
develop. Occupations are about bodies; bodies ‘being’ and bodies staying and claiming 
space and change. Self and collective selves are the site for protest; bodies create the 
material happening of public protest as a means to bring forward some kind of desired 
transformation. At this very material level, then, we can agree with Judith Butler (2011) 
that OWS might be viewed as a struggle for creating a public space for occupation. This 
continual struggle for and claim over public space is accompanied by a struggle ‘over 
those basic ways in which we are, as bodies, supported in the world – a struggle against 
disenfranchisement, effacement, and abandonment’ (Butler, 2011). The body is political 
and it is guided by changing ideas and a consciousness about self and the world and ‘our’ 
place in this world. The ‘occupation’ of a limited number of spaces/bodies is changing 
our collective conversation about how we understand capitalism to work. 
“1% of the population owns 60 percent of the wealth ... there is no sense in 
trying to live the American dream” (OWS, 2011). The very clear realization that ‘the 
people are oppressed’ became the front line of shaping the meaning of OWS as it spread 
to  ever  widening  audiences.  The  press  tried  to  contain  this  extension  through 
condescension: “What did these foolish, ignorant youth (and a few elderly women) know 
about  the  economy?  Did  they  have  any  positive  program?  Were  they  ‘disciplined’?” Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies, Issue 5 (2012) 
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(Wallerstein,  2011).  One  blogger  on  the  OWS  site  points  to  this  counter  effort  to 
discredit the movement: “I was listening to WOR 710 am this morning and one of the 
issues that keeps surfacing making us look like kooks is that there is no realistic message 
and plan to facilitate implementing the message” (OWS 2011, 9th comment). 
But this lack of a ‘realistic message’ is seen as mirroring the true nature of 
finance: “OWS is being portrayed as incoherent and Wall Street as coherent; there is 
nothing coherent about Wall Street since the firms of finance are often in conflict and 
have  interests  that  are  in  conflict  with  each  other”  (Facebook  post  1,  2011).  “An 
important element of the protests for me is that they are repeatedly saying the impossible, 
demanding the impossible. The dominant paradigm says capitalism is good and it's the 
only  system  that  works.  Anything  else  is  impossible.  Occupy  is  reflecting  it  back: 
capitalism is impossible” (Facebook post 2, 2011). This play of ‘possible’ and ‘impossible’ 
and ‘coherence’ as opposed to the ‘incoherent’ demands of the occupiers unsettles the 
rationalities used to justify finance and the political structures that underpin it. We might 
reflect that the power of OWS lies in part in its incoherence, in its spontaneous reactions 
to a declining legitimacy of the present order’s key institutions. Here its importance does 
not  lie  in  measuring  the  singular  coherence  of  its  own  acts,  but  rather  in  the 
generalizability of the thought processes that lie behind the acts (Germain, 2011).  
This is the point that links subjectivity to world order: the current “system has 
lost its self-evidence, its automatic legitimacy, and now the field is open” (Žižek, 2011). 
This loss of automatic legitimacy can be seen to represent a significant corrosion of the 
current world order’s dominant inter-subjective ethos, and it is being enacted through the 
occupation of a symbolic space at the center of global capitalism. It might be seen to 
constitute one important element of civilizational change of the kind suggested by Cox, 
although not of course the only one. The implication of this insight for IPE is that we 
need to focus on understanding what motivates historical agents to undertake actions 
that so starkly reflect a disconnect between what leading institutions (economic, political, 
social) promise, and what they deliver. It is these actions – conceived of as the logical end 
points  of  definite  and  concrete  thought  processes  –  which  can  shed  light  on  the 
formation (and dissolution) of inter-subjective formulations that stand at the heart of 
structures of world order.  OWS is telling us something important about the current 
formulation of this ethos and its future. We would be remiss if we failed to listen. 
 
 
Note Note Note Note
 
1 Special thanks to Jacques Labonté, Sarah Martin and Ajay Parasram who contributed 
their thoughts and ideas for the first draft. 
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